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ABSTRACT

The History of Martha J. Lamb: Her Origin, Rise, and Progress.
by
Mary Collins
Advisor: Dr. Elizabeth Macaulay-Lewis
On June 16, 1883, Harper’s Weekly ran a story foreshadowing the transformation of the
City of New York from the island of Manhattan to a massive metropolis, the opening of the
Brooklyn Bridge. Another article on that page announced that Martha J. Lamb “has become editor
of the ‘The Magazine of American History.’” It does not mention that she was president of the
company purchasing the journal. Ten years later, just a few months after her death, Mrs. Lamb’s
great work, her History of the City of New York: Its Origin, Rise, and Progress, was included in the
library of books sent by New York State women to the Columbian Exposition in Chicago. It was a
fitting honor for the woman who moved freely from a literary club meeting in her apartment at the
Coleman House to being feted at the White House.
This biography seeks to reintroduce Martha J. Lamb (1826-1893) and give her a place
among the scholars who fashioned American History, and among the women who recognized the
opportunities available to them in publishing in New York in the nineteenth century. Using primary
source materials, including newspapers and magazines, as well as Martha Lamb’s letters, journals,
and other papers, this thesis presents the introduction and two chapters of what is imagined as the
full telling of Mrs. Lamb’s life. The periods selected are just before and just after the publication of
her main work, her History, moments of transformation for Martha Lamb, junctures at which her
personal life became public.
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BIOGRAPHICAL METHOD
In 2018, Canadian scholar Daniel R. Meister, faced with a search for theoretical approaches
to biography, found little on offer. The field, he discovered, was adrift in the Academy, shunned by
some, misunderstood by others. One problem, the lack of definition or standard acceptance of
form, is compounded by the second, disagreement about where to place the practice, in History or
English departments, or elsewhere. Regarding biography as a primarily historical endeavor Meister
looked at the two main approaches; using the subject as a lens on a larger world and then looking at
the life itself, a “classical” biography. He suggests that it should be both. “… Historical Biography
should alternate its gaze between the subject and their context, exploring the ways in which they
interact.”1 This is similar to the ideas of Dutch scholar Hans Renders, who says that in biography
“information about someone’s personal life is exploited to render that person’s public life more
intelligible.”2 Both scholars believe that the field of biography deserves a place in the Academy.
A proper biography of Martha Lamb will necessitate a substantial piece of writing, much
longer than the thesis requirement. Therefore, I have endeavored to execute the introduction and
two chapters of what is imagined as the full telling of Mrs. Lamb’s life. The periods selected are
just before and just after the publication of her main work, the History of the City of New York: Its
Origin, Rise, and Progress.3 I chose these time spans because they represent moments of
transformation for Martha Lamb, junctures at which her personal life became public.

1

DR. Meister, “The biographical turn and the case for historical biography,” History Compass (2018):
16:e12436. https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12436.
2
Hans Renders, “Why Genealogy and Biography are Not Kin,” in Theoretical Discussions of Biography:
Approaches from History, Microhistory, and Life Writing, ed. Hans Renders and Binne De Haan (Leiden:
Brill, 2014); 227.
3
Martha J. Lamb, History of the City of New York. Its Origin, Rise, and Progress (New York: A. S. Barnes
and Co., 1877).
1

Figure 1. Martha J. Lamb, undated tintype. Martha J. Lamb Papers, Sophia Smith Special Collections,
Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts.
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INTRODUCTION
On 16 June 1883, Harper’s Weekly ran a story that foreshadowed the transformation of the
City of New York from the island of Manhattan to a massive metropolis, the opening of the
Brooklyn Bridge. Another article on that page of Harper’s announced that Martha J. Lamb “has
become editor of the ‘The Magazine of American History.’”4 It does not mention that she was also
president of the company purchasing the journal. Ten years later, just a few months after her death,
Mrs. Lamb’s great work, her History, was included in the library of books sent by New York State
women to the Columbian Exposition in Chicago.5
The ladies are very proud of their history shelves. Mrs. Martha J. Lamb’s ‘History of the
City of New York’ heads them, and the ‘History of Woman Suffrage.’ the three volumes of
which were the joint work of Elizabeth C. Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda J. Gage,
and which it took from 1848 to 1861 [sic] to write, follows.6

It was a fitting honor for the woman who, “raised the writings of American history,
especially that of a local nature, to the dignity of a profession or a fine art.”7 Martha Lamb, like
Stanton, Anthony, and Gage, was interested in story-telling and memory. Where they looked to
shape the history of the women’s rights movement, Mrs. Lamb looked to shape the history of New
York City and of America.8 “It is clear that no subject at the present time is attracting more
universal attention than that of history. The past must be understood by those who would direct the

4

“The Magazine of American History,” Harper’s Weekly, June 16, 1883, 371.
City of New York, “Certificate of Death.” Martha J. Lamb, number 376, January 2, 1893; Sarah
Wadsworth and Wayne A. Wiegand, “Empire Building,” in Right Here I See My Own Books (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 2012): 66–97.
6
“All Written by Women: Books that are to be sent to the World’s Fair…” New York Times, April 2, 1893.
7
“An Eminent Historian,” The San Francisco Bulletin, September 25, 1892.
8
Lisa Tetrault. The Myth of Seneca Falls: Memory and the Women’s Suffrage Movement, (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 2, 125.
5
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affairs of the present or hope for success in the future,” she believed.9
This biography seeks to reintroduce Martha J. Lamb and give her a place among the
scholars who fashioned American History and among the women who recognized the opportunities
available to them in publishing in the nineteenth century.10 It will briefly explore her early life, and
the importance of books in her development, and her marriage and time in Ohio and Chicago. It
will examine her writing, her many works, and her entry into and success in New York’s world of
magazine and book publishing, and the business skill and knowledge she used to control and sell
her work. It will be about American social and political life, where Martha J. Lamb moved freely
from the literary club meeting in her apartment at the Coleman House to being feted at the White
House, the shifting meaning of history, local and national, the value of records, and the nature of
women, will all be considered.
But why Martha Lamb, what can an examination of her life reveal? Was she average or
exceptional? Can she be both? As Glenda Gilmore so eloquently stated, “…every story would be
interesting if we could recapture it and that each one has something to teach us. Writing history by
grinding away the nuances of each person’s experience produces the typical; in real life, we see
individuality more readily.”11
Martha Joanna Reade Nash was born on August 13, 1826, in Plainfield, Massachusetts, a
world still fully at the breast of Republican Motherhood. Education and religion were valued at
home and in the, “community that frowned upon ignorance and cherished a solid intellectual
9

The Magazine of American History 23 no. 2 (February 1890): 107.
Julie Des Jardins, Women and the Historical Enterprise in America: Gender, Race, and the Politics of
Memory, 1880–1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003): 30; J. Franklin Jameson
“Early Days of the American Historical Association, 1884-1895,” The American Historical Review 40, no. 1
(1934): 1–9; Barbara J. Balliet, “‘What Shall We Do with Our Daughters?’: Middle-Class Women’s Ideas
about Work, 1840-1920.” Ph.D., New York University, 1988.
11
Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina,
1896-1920, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 4-5.
4
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purpose.” Martha’s mother died and her father remarried, and though she had several siblings and
half-siblings, none were near her age. Her life was spent in the company adults or alone. She
“seized upon such books and papers as were most accessible” her mind “crowded with a vast
accumulation of miscellany.” Living in western Massachusetts in the 1830s and 1840s had benefits
for Martha, “we were near enough to the metropolis to partake of its literary culture, and
sufficiently remote to escape its dissipating wastes.” At school, recitation of works by local hero
William Cullen Bryant fed Martha's early sense of expression. “There was something tangible in
the pictures that he drew; his themes pointed out the charms of the woods and the mountains and
the fields, which were all about me…”12
But it was another author, another book, that set Martha aflame, and it was a novel. Though
novels were not acceptable reading under the Nash family’s “Puritan roof,” Martha was aware of
Cooper and Scott. But this book, this novel, was by a woman, Jane Porter, it was The Scottish
Chiefs. For Martha, “a work that was destined to create within me a new want, and to turn my
thoughts to the reading and study of history. Turning points in life are not always mere accidents,
and I cannot designate this simple event as really a turning point, but its influence is still with me.”
The impact on young Martha was the power of narrative and romance, of language and history. But
it was someone else’s national history, not yet American History. "It was long after I had left
school before I discovered its manifold and picturesque attractions, and became impressed with its
singular neglect…” Despite her considerable education, she had been given little more than, “the
tales of Peter Parley” and “some useful statistics about the Indian wars in America.” She confessed
that she had read, “Irving's ‘Knickerbocker's History of New York’ twice, and wondered how much
of it was true.” As a child, Martha was connected to history in another way, one that would also

12

Martha J. Lamb, “Formative Influences,” The Forum (March 1891): 50–58.
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influence her work— as a witness to the remembrances of those around her, noting that she,
“learned the story of the Revolution from the lips of my grandfather.”13
Before she could write her History, however, she had to become Mrs. Lamb. On September
8, 1852, Martha Joanna Nash and Charles A. Lamb were married in Plainfield, Massachusetts, in
the Congregational Meeting House. She was twenty-six and had been out in the world to some
degree, as a teacher of math and science. Charles was ten years older, a furniture-maker born in
Connecticut, but living in Ohio. It was his third marriage and her first.14 The couple, and Charles’
three children, lived in Maumee, Ohio, where they became friends with future Supreme Court
Justice Morrison Remick Waite and his wife Amelia. After several years the Lambs moved to
Chicago, where Martha stayed as Charles joined the Illinois Volunteers in fighting the Civil War.
As she had in Ohio, Martha Lamb involved herself in charitable causes, turning to the plight of
soldiers and their families. For a lot of women, the experience of the Civil War marked a point of
change, finding “in the absence of men an opportunity to create new spaces for women in public
life.”15 After the war, Mrs. Lamb left Chicago, moving to New York on her own, perhaps seeking
“greater independence and collective rethinking of women’s political passivity and domestic
seclusion.”16 She did not continue to work with benevolent associations, nor did she focus her
efforts on the struggle for women’s rights and suffrage, as other women did.17 Martha Lamb turned
to writing and publishing, transforming herself into a formidable business woman, fully in control
of her intellectual property and every aspect of its presentation to the world.
13

“Formative Influences,” The Forum: 50–58.
Town of Plainfield, Massachusetts, Marriage Record, Martha J. Nash and Charles A. Lamb, 8 September
1852, Massachusetts Vital Records, 1840-1911, New England Historic Genealogical Society.
15
Judith Giesberg, Army at Home: Women and the Civil War on the Northern Home Front (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 22.
16
Giesberg, Army at Home, 11.
17
Lori Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevolence: Morality, Politics, and Class in the NineteenthCentury United States (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 175-6.
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Martha J. Lamb wrote children’s books, articles for women’s magazines, general interest
magazines, novels, holiday collections, anything that would pay.18 After years of research in the
libraries, historical societies, and parlors of New York, her History emerged. “I have never lost
sight of the magnitude and importance of the task before me, New York being the central point in
all America History, nor have I in any instance indulged fancy at the expense of historical
exactness and symmetry.”19
By the late 1880s, Martha J. Lamb was a familiar face in the libraries and bookstores in the
area, “where literary people congregate to follow their studies and fancies.”20 But she was usually
found in her rooms, her editorial rooms as she called them, the offices of the Magazine of American
History, her magazine. She was a member of dozens of organizations, academic and social, her
reputation was secure. “She is the author of the most complete history of New York city, and for
that matter, of any city in the world. Her magazine is in every first-class public library in all
English speaking cities of three continents, and many a private collection is enriched by it.”21
After her death in 1893 the accolades poured forth for Martha J. Lamb. “Mrs. Lamb was one
of the most advanced women of the century.”22 She “was probably more widely known than any
other woman in the metropolitan district who has devoted herself to serious literary work.”23 She
was nearly impossible to summarize: “Mrs. Martha J. Lamb, editress of The Magazine of New York
History, was a singular and remarkable woman. She as something of a writer, something of a
business woman, something of a philanthropist, something of an organizer and a great deal of a

18

An annotated list of Martha Lamb’s published work is included as an appendix.
Martha J. Lamb, The History of the City of New York (New York: A.S. Barnes and Co., 1877), iv.
20
“Mrs. Lamb’s Queer Ways” Daily Herald (Los Angeles), May 16, 1893.
21
“Some Busy Women Editors.” Kansas City Times, February 15, 1891.
22
“Death of Mrs. Martha J. Lamb, The Sun (Baltimore), January 3, 1893.
19

23

“Mrs. Martha J. Lamb’s Death, The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, January 3, 1893.
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historian.”24 And perhaps most tellingly, her friend Mary S. Woolman noted:
She longed for the time when frivolity and vanity, love of dress and fashion, should pass
away, and an earnest appreciation of their place as workers in this great country and citizens
in this vast republic should fill all our women’s minds and nerve them to throw aside the
weight of custom, which so long had held them, and to rise to better things.25
Martha J. Lamb was present at a transitional point for both the City of New York and the
country; she was engaged in public life as women strove for recognition as citizens; she was also
present for a great shift in the field of history. She was, in some ways, on a fulcrum, between the
old ways and the new. However, she represented a variety of historian that came to be seen as more
‘popular’ than serious, those that wrote for money, her skill in business a point against her.26 So,
while she was celebrated at her death, after a few decades the recognition waned. Martha J. Lamb’s
prose may less fashionable today, but her methods and topics should appeal to readers looking at
history beyond the standard approach. Her example as a woman of the nineteenth century, as a
woman engaged in the work of writing and publishing, and as an independent force, is worth
examination. Martha J. Lamb, her origin, rise, and progress, deserve a fresh look.

24

“Mrs. Lamb’s Queer Ways” Daily Herald (Los Angeles), May 16, 1893.
Mary Schenck Woolman, [letter to the editor], New York Tribune, January 9, 1893.
26
David D. Van Tassel, “From Learned Society to Professional Organization: The American Historical
Association, 1884-1900,” The American Historical Review 89, no. 4 (1984): 953.
25
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TIMELINE OF THE LIFE OF MARTHA JOANNA READE NASH LAMB
1826

August 13 – Martha J. R. Nash is born in Plainfield, Hampshire Co., Massachusetts.

1835

September 28 – Death of her mother Lucinda Vinton Nash in Goshen, Massachusetts.

1839

Martha attends the Williston Academy in Northampton, Massachusetts.

1850

Federal census – Plainfield, Hampshire County, Ma., Martha Nash, age 23, in her father’s
home. Also in the household are her stepmother Lucretia and several half-siblings.

1851

April 24 – Martha’s grandfather Jacob Nash, a soldier of the Revolution, dies, Plainfield.

1852

September 8 – Martha Nash marries Charles A. Lamb, in the Congregational Church,
Plainfield, Ma. They move to Maumee, Ohio where he is a furniture maker.

1860

Federal census – Chicago, Cook Co., Illinois. Martha and Charles Lamb, and his three
children, are in a building with a number of other families. Charles is head of household.

1862

Husband Charles Lamb joins the United States Army, Illinois Volunteers.

1863

Mrs. Lamb acts as secretary of the Great Sanitary Fair, a fundraising effort, in Chicago.

1865

Husband Charles Lamb returns from the war.

1866

May 1 – Martha Lamb leaves her husband and Chicago.

1867

Martha Lamb moves to New York City. [exact date uncertain]

1869

July – Martha Lamb’s father Arvin Nash dies Plainfield, Massachusetts.

1869

Fall – Martha Lamb’s first book, Play School Stories for Little Folks, is published.

1870

Federal census – New York [Manhattan] Mrs. Lamb is listed as head of household. Also in
the home are boarders, and the daughter of Charles Lamb, Anna, age 23.

1870

November – Mrs. Lamb is elected to membership in the New-York Historical Society.

1870

Fall – Aunt Mattie’s Library is published.

1871

October 8-10 – The great Chicago fire consumes the city.

1872

Manhattan city directory - 29 E 24

1872

Late fall – Spicy is published. Believed to be the first fictionalization of the Chicago fire.
9

1873

February – A decree of divorce is granted to Charles Lamb in Chicago. Martha Lamb does
not attend the court proceedings. She will continue to use his name.

1873

Fall – Mrs. Lamb moves to the Coleman House, a hotel/residence on Broadway at 27th St.

1877

The History of the City of New York, vol. 1 is published.

1880

The History of the City of New York, vol. 2 is published.

1881

March – Martha Lamb is honored by Sorosis, the professional women’s club, with a dinner
at Delmonico’s on Madison Square Park.

1881

July 2– President Garfield is shot by an assassin, he died 79 days later.

1883

April – Martha Lamb and her newly formed company buys The Magazine of American
History. Mrs. Lamb becomes editor of the monthly journal.

1886

January 3 – Martha Lamb is honored by President Cleveland at a White House dinner.

1888

March 12 – The great blizzard buries New York City.

1889

Manhattan city directory – Martha J. Lamb editor 743 B’way, h. Coleman h.

1893

January 2 – Martha Lamb dies in her rooms at the Coleman House, New York City, New
York, of pneumonia.

1893

January 4 – Mrs. Lamb’s funeral at Madison Square Presbyterian Church is attended by
people from all parts of New York society.

1893

Martha Lamb is buried at Spring Grove Cemetery, Florence, Massachusetts.

1893

April – Martha Lamb’s The History of the City of New York is included with the books
selected by New York women to be sent to the Columbian Exposition in Chicago.

10

1866 – 1873
1866

In the spring, William Carey Richards, a Baptist minister, teacher, and publisher of

newspapers, purchased Springside, a school for boys in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, for the great sum
of $20,000.27 His goal was a “Classical and Scientific School” with higher level instruction for the
older students added to the curriculum. Generally, he would continue the academic atmosphere of
the former schoolmaster, the Rev. Mr. Abbott, as a place for “fitting young men,” with a “limited
number… received into the family for boarding.”28 The family included Cornelia Holroyd Bradley
Richards, William’s wife of twenty-five years, herself the author of popular books for children
written under the pseudonym, “Mrs. Manners.”29
Pittsfield, the seat of Berkshire County in the western part of the state, spreads out between
the Berkshire hills and the Taconic range, near the places of Martha Lamb’s childhood. Not six
months after leaving her husband and Chicago, Mrs. Lamb found herself there at Springside,
bridging “the chasm, twixt the going out of one Professor, and the coming of his mathematical
successor.”30 She had not been looking to teach again, not specifically or necessarily at that
moment, saying, “I came not to Springside as a teacher; I did not think to find, myself in close
communion with the students mind.” So excited by mathematics as a child, she took to the task of
teaching again, “I searched my memory through, for its buried treasures, to garnish up as good as
new I found them all safe, just where I had stored them.”31
27

“Sale of Springside,” Pittsfield Sun, May 17, 1866; Edward Tucker, “Two Young Brothers and Their
Orion,” The Southern Literary Journal vol. 11 no. 1 (Fall 1978): 64-80.
28
“Springside,” Pittsfield Sun, May 31, 1866; [Advertisement] Pittsfield Sun, June 7, 1866.
29
Entry for William Carey Richards and “his wife” Cornelia Holroyd (Bradley) Richards, Appleton’s
Cyclopaedia of American Biography, vol. 5, Pickering to Sumter (New York: Appleton’s, 1888), 240.
30
Cook County, Illinois, Circuit Court, divorce proceedings “Charles A. Lamb v. Martha J. Lamb,”
February 1873; Mrs [Martha] Lamb, “A Poem: Addressed to the Members of Mathematical Department of
the Pollack Institute,” 4 February 1867, Martha J. Lamb Papers, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College,
Northampton, Massachusetts.
31
Lamb, “A Poem: Addressed to the Members…” 4 February 1867, Lamb Papers, Smith.
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The school day began with prayers. Following this interval, the students moved through
classes thirty minutes at a time. Martha Lamb’s first, arithmetic, was made up of eleven boys, who,
after the solemn beginning to the day were “quite uproarious coming up the stairs.” Elementary
algebra was next, where the initial reaction to “being taught by a lady” caused some of the students
to laugh and fidget “like caged jack-daws, trying to get out.” Shortly though all was calm, “when
the first problem was solved, the grave question discussed, considered, resolved, and viewed in all
its different phases.”32 At ten o’clock it was the turn of the excelsior students, thirteen in total.
Next, geometry, university algebra, and then the very smallest boys, followed by high school
arithmetic with sixteen students, rounded out Mrs. Lamb’s teaching for the day.33
1867

As the term neared completion in February, Martha Lamb composed a farewell poem for

the students and her colleagues. “I thank you for the kind attention you’ve given, for the zeal, and
ambition with which you have striven, to render acceptable each lesson.” With her words heartfelt
and sincere, the positive effect of her eleven weeks at Springside was clear. “I’ve desired but to see
that the present was well served; not inpatient to go where other duties called me, I’ve found
myself so identified with all that concerns your progress and good that I depart more reluctant than
I otherwise should. I commend you to study, leave not a stone unturned, never one problem or rule
pass unlearned.”34
Martha Lamb became an aunt again that March when her sister Maria gave birth to a girl,
named Martha, to be called Mattie. She would be Mrs. Lamb’s life-long correspondent, and indeed,
as Mrs. Lamb promised in a letter she wrote to the newborn, her heir.35 At the time, this was a bit

32

Lamb, “A Poem: Addressed to the Members…” 4 February 1867, Lamb Papers, Smith.
Lamb, “A Poem: Addressed to the Members…” 4 February 1867, Lamb Papers, Smith.
34
Lamb, “A Poem: Addressed to the Members…” 4 February 1867, Lamb Papers, Smith.
35
County of New York, Surrogate Court, Wills, vol. 470-473, Martha J. Lamb, 27 January 1893. Mrs. Lamb
left her personal papers and other personal possessions, including dresses and furniture, to Martha P.
Whitmarsh. The papers were later given to the Northampton Historical Society and then Smith College.
12
33

of honest self-mockery, as her “worldly possessions and effects” consisted of “one immense, empty
trunk, six pocket handkerchiefs, a lead pencil and a pair of shoes, as soon as they are worn out, and
a few papers belonging to the celebrated Mrs Jellyeby.” Martha Lamb did have important words of
wisdom: “Avoid romance, as it is never essential to good housekeeping, be careful not to give teaspoons to the pig, or drop pins and fish bones into gravy, make low spirted bread or punctuate your
biscuits with soda; In everything through life do your blundering best, regardless of consequences.”
And what might be Mrs. Lamb’s own motto, if not always followed, “it is not best to be too quiet,
you will be in danger of leading people to put a wrong estimate upon your natural abilities, if you
are, make yourself heard on all occasions and at all times….”36
Martha Lamb was full of advice for her Springside students as well. “A few hints from my
own valuable experience,” she said, and looking to the future, “I shall hear of you – always with
pleasure and pride. Your successes will reach me – tho the world be wide.”37 Martha Lamb’s world
was indeed expanding. She would soon be a published author and a resident of New York City.

Before and during the Civil War periodicals were generally of a local or regional interest,
though a few national magazines, like Harper’s Monthly, Godey’s, and Frank Leslie’s Illustrated,
had large followings. The main centers of production were New York City, Philadelphia, and
Baltimore, with New York’s output representing a third of all magazines produced in the country,
far more than any other city. Boston also had a flourishing publishing community and titles like the
Atlantic Monthly are evidence of their influence. Cincinnati however, produced more magazines

36

Martha J. Lamb [MJL] to Martha P. Whitmarsh, “To the Young Daughter in the House of Whitmarsh,
Greetings.” 1 April 1867, Lamb Papers, Smith.
37
Lamb, “A Poem: Addressed to the Members…” 4 February 1867, Lamb Papers, Smith.
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than Boston and had the market of the expanding west.38
In the post-war boom years the number of magazines in the country exploded. New printing
technology, like advances in engraving and the invention of stereotyping, as well as changing
social and cultural attitudes, coupled with an abundance of ready money, contributed to the growth.
In 1865 there were approximately 700 periodicals published in the United States, by 1870 the
number was 1,200.39 They were not all successful, but those that were reached significant numbers
of people. Godey’s, a monthly women’s fashion publication, had a circulation of 100,000 in 1865.40
There were dozens of magazines created for women and most employed women as both writers
and editors.41 Women contributed to other kinds of magazines and newspapers as well, there was
little effort to confine them to the ‘ladies’ titles.
Jane Cunningham Croly was born in England, her family moved to New York when she
was a child. In 1856 she married David Croly, a reporter, and she quickly began to write as well,
for The World, The Tribune, and other outlets.42 Known to readers as Jennie June, by 1865 she was
“one of the high priestesses of modes,” contributing to magazines, like Demorest’s Monthly
Magazine, read by women across the country.43 Her articles were intended to offer advice and
inspiration, as she believed that women should be educated, not just to be good mothers but also for
any other goal they might have.44 In 1868 Jane Croly gathered a group of New York’s magazine
38

Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, volume 2 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1938), 102-4, 106, 113.
39
Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, volume 3 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1938), 5.
40
Mott, A History of American Magazines, v. 3: 7.
41
Mott, A History of American Magazines, v. 3: 98-101.
42
John Cunningham, author, Caroline Moss, editor, Memories of Jane Cunningham Croly “Jenny June.”
(New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1904), 6-10.
43
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and newspaper women in her home to correct what they saw as a significant wrong.45
The New York Press Club had elaborate plans for an event honoring visiting author Charles
Dickens. Almost every major publisher and editor in the city was invited as were the top writers.
Delmonico’s would roll out their best fare.46 That a New York dinner for Dickens in 1842 had not
gone well added to the pressure of the large function.47 Stories about the preparations and the guest
list had industry insiders and the reading public excited, but Jane Croly was incensed. The author,
and her publisher Ellen Demorest, and other women like them, were not invited. The Brooklyn
Daily Eagle reported:
The literary women of New York being excluded from the membership of the Press Club –
if it has any membership – are to have an association of their own called the “Order of the
Pen.” Mindful that eating and drinking are important incidents of a corporate as well as
corporal organization, they will provide for themselves a monthly lunch at Delmonico’s.48
The club the women founded, after some discussion called Sorosis, was the first group
established for the express purpose of supporting professional women, giving them a place to
gather and enjoy one another’s company outside of their parlors.49 At first most of the women who
joined were in publishing, newspapers columnists, and magazine writers, but artists, doctors, and
women of other pursuits followed.50 Their meetings at Delmonico’s were an instant attraction and
received coverage in papers everywhere. It was not all good. That the women met publicly,
unaccompanied by men, and had a meal was unprecedented.51
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For the second meeting of Sorosis Jane Croly recruited Alice Cary to preside. Alice and her
sister Phoebe Cary, originally from Ohio, moved to New York City after the successful publication
of a volume of their poetry in 1849. On Sunday evenings their home on Twentieth Street became
the “centre of one of the choicest and most cosmopolitan circles.”52 It was not just literary men and
women who found a place in the Cary parlor, “actors, artists, poets, clergymen, titled people from
abroad, women of fashion, women of letters, women of home, the known and unknown,” all
gathered there.53 This was the community of writers, professional women, and generally interesting
people, that Martha Lamb found when she moved to New York City. It was at the home of the
Cary sisters that Martha Lamb met Mary Booth, the author of a History of the City of New York
(1860) and the new editor of Harper’s Bazaar.54
1869

Martha Lamb was inspired by Mary Booth’s book and the city that was now her home and

she determined to write her own History. In the meantime, as she collected stories and learned
about the earliest days, she would need money. Perhaps inspired by her friend Cornelia Richards or
maybe by the new company she found, Mrs. Lamb began writing.
Martha Lamb’s first contribution to the “flood of children’s literature” which she would
later note “devastated the country,” was The Play School Stories for Little Folks, published in 1869
by Gould and Lincoln of Boston.55 It was more than a book, “four charming little volumes are put
up in a neat box and sold in sets for $2.40,” marketed for children.56
Play School Stories for little folks by Aunt Mattie (Mrs. Martha Lamb, of New York), is a
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series of simple narratives, founded on fact, which in style and incident are just what will
amuse, and at the same time benefit small children of both sexes. They fill four little volumes,
very neatly bound and printed. The child who can remain obdurate to their attractions must
be an enfant horrible indeed.57

Martha Lamb was settling in. She wrote to E.S. Wells, an acquaintance in Chicago, seeking
help with a letter of dismissal from her church there.58 She would need it to join a new
congregation at the Madison Square Presbyterian Church. Wells responded, glad to hear from her
with wishes of success for her “books for young people.” Adding that he and his wife “think of
her” as old, warm, friends.59
1870

Mrs. Lamb’s home at 29 East 24th Street had the advantage of proximity to her church as

well as to Madison Square Park, a public space since the seventeenth century which was
undergoing renovation and renewal.60 Ignatz Pilat, landscape designer and head gardener of Central
Park, created the plan, with fountains, elegant flower beds, and curving pathways, removing people
from the grid of avenues and streets impressed upon the island of Manhattan. The enhancements to
the park gave the impression of a larger space than was in fact present and reflected the evolution
of the neighborhood, with the clubs, theaters, and wealthier residents arriving.61
As the summer began, the federal census taker recorded Mrs. Lamb, and her stepdaughter
Anna Lamb 23, living on 24th St., with several families, Dr. Alfred Hill and his wife, and Edward
Broadhead, his wife, and their three children, and several servants. Martha Lamb was listed as
keeping house and the head of the household. The Play School Stories for Little Folks found
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modest success and a follow-up, called Aunt Mattie’s Library, was produced by Gould and Lincoln
of Boston for the holiday season.62 Another box-set, Aunt Mattie’s Library sold for $3 and found
praise in various newspapers.63 “They will be favorites, we doubt not, and are worthy of such
preference,” said the National Baptist in Philadelphia.64 Boston’s Daily Advertiser was restrained
but kind:
Messrs Gould & Lincoln have issued another of the little ‘libraries’ for children, four books
in a box, which are so much in favor The collective title is Aunt Mattie’s Library and the
books are entitles respectively Merry Christmas, Sunday Schools, Fun and Profit, and
Drifting Goodword The author, Mrs Martha J Lamb has written a series of ‘Play School
Stories,’ which were so successful that the importunities of her readers have compelled her
to repeat the experiment. The tales are for children of from six or seven to ten or twelve
years old, and seem very well suited for that class of readers. They are all illustrated.65

These notices of her books for children were soon joined by another kind of mention regarding
Martha Lamb, sentences here and there revealing her growing passion, and the regard with which
she was held by some people in her new field.
Miss Martha J Lamb, a pleasant author of juveniles, and also of a history, has been made a
member of the N.Y. Historical Society. Of course some of the conservative male members
looked sheepish when she was admitted.66
1871

In February, Martha Lamb received a short letter from J.G. Holland, the editor of the new

Scribner’s Monthly Magazine, he was concerned about the actions of some people in her recently
submitted piece.67 Scribner’s Monthly was a general interest magazine with stories both true and
fictional, as well as features related to current events, all illustrated. Mr. Holland asked, “Don’t you
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think some of your characters were blown a little too far? The bridge was 2,000 feet long wasn’t it?
Didn’t you blow one fellow across the river?” She should revise the story.68 Mrs. Lamb’s response
came quickly. “My Dear Sir. Your note received. It does seem indeed as if my characters were
blown a considerable distance, and they certainly lighted very easily.” Her agreement was not
going to be the answer Mr. Holland was expecting, for she followed with, “But it was Mr. Motley,
and not Mrs. Lamb, who filled the hold of the ship, which did the blowing, with seven thousand
pounds of gunpowder.” And then, “For some verification of the extraordinary and tragical incidents
in my story. I will refer you to the History of the Netherlands.” She ends her note with the citation,
“see vol 1st page 181.”69 A few days later, a Scribner’s editorial assistant wrote back to Mrs.
Lamb. “Your story (of ‘The Floating Volcano’) need not be altered – as you have history ‘to back
you.’”70 Curiously, this story did not run. But the editorial notes, like the notices from newspapers,
reveal that Mrs. Lamb was hard at work on her History, and it would back her. She was spending
every moment she could in research, writing letters, consulting books, making notes on scraps of
paper, in pocket-sized books, and in the pages of her calendar.71
In March Martha Lamb made her debut as a lecturer at the New-York Historical Society. It
was the regular meeting of the Society, “Tuesday evening, at eight o’clock.” Mrs. Lamb spoke on
the life of Mrs. Edward Livingston.72 The talk was well received and did a good bit to introduce
Martha Lamb to more people who might help with her History. Not long afterward a Livingston
descendant wrote to thank her for the talk and offer a copy of a portrait of Edward himself, for use
in her book.73 As Martha Lamb’s friend Jane Croly would later observe about her History:
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The time was happily chosen for this great work. Landmarks and personages were fast
disappearing; and historic data and documents hidden in private memoranda, and family
histories were rapidly passing out of individual power to trace or gather them ill available
form for permanent interest and usefulness. To the task which had been suggested to her by
one who recognized her mental capacity of collecting this enormous mass of material,
sifting, digesting, arranging, discarding, connecting and describing, Mrs. Lamb brought a
singularly well-trained mind, and great natural love for historic studies and investigation.74

1872

Martha Lamb filled the first pages of her new daybook with notes on the Livingston family.

Each page held three days, with the date and blue lines making space for appointments, or
observations, or a “personal journal” when reflection was necessary. January was “cold and
uncomfortable” and during her weekly reception, “few ladies called.”75 Work progressed on her
History, the children’s books continued to sell, and Mrs. Lamb wrote for the magazines as she
could.76 But the pressure of bills due and unpaid was mounting. “I have my doubts about the
respectability of being destitute!”77
So, Martha Lamb started working on another book, a different kind of book, not another
book for children, nor her History, but a novel. “Introduced a new character into ‘Spicy’s Ghost,’
the dressmaker Miss Terrapin. Wrote the whole chapter since breakfast notwithstanding a violent
headache.” She wrote at a furious pace. “Another chapter finished” the next day. In the evenings
Martha Lamb shared her unfolding tale with her neighbors. “Read my manuscript to Mr and Mrs
Broadhead this evening and Mr Broadhead read his ms to me. On the ball rolls! My 10th chapter
complete. ‘Spicy’s Ghost’ will be a certainty if not a success. My courage holds out though my
funds run low.”78 Aside from the Broadheads, whom she had known for some time, Mrs. Lamb’s
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neighbor that winter included the wife of the Russian Counsel to the United States, himself on a
hunting trip in the west with the Grand Duke of Russia, George Armstrong Custer, and Buffalo
Bill.79 “Read a story in Scribner aloud to Madame Bodisco, and wrote the eleventh chapter in
Spicy’s Ghost.’” Her days and her imagination brought new perspectives, “…it is amusing how we
novelists pet the characters we create, but my brain children get the upper hands of me constantly
and say and do things which I don’t seem to have the power to control.80 But on she wrote:
I have set my Chicago fire burning. I have managed so that my characters are pretty well
scattered through the city, but I have no more idea at this moment what I am going to do
with them, than if I was a child with a new play house and was about to arrange my dolls.
Somehow the burning city drives me to action. My words come faster than I can write
them! The whole world seems on fire. It is before me night and day. My appetite is gone,
my sleep is far off, and I seem to burn before the terrible flames. I shant write much in my
journal at present.81

By the end of February, the novel was complete. “I put my last pen-touch upon it yesterday,
and now it is to go and try its fortune in the world of letters. I have spent just two months upon it.
Good bye precious child of my weary brain, success to thee, success.” This brain child was fiction
to be sure but the echoes of Mrs. Lamb’s real life were clear.
Leonardus had donned a spick-span-new suit of army gray, shouldered his rifle and gone to
the wars. During the summer that followed I consoled myself in manufacturing have-locks
and attending soldiers’ aid societies…82
A friend came to visit and offered Mrs. Lamb a remarkable opportunity. “Mrs General
Capron took tea with me this evening. She leaves to join her husband in Japan in about two
weeks… She asks me to be her companion on the journey, even to the Orient!” It would be a long
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journey, through Chicago to San Francisco before sailing to Japan. Though intrigued and pleased to
be asked, Mrs. Lamb demurred. “Were it not for my History I would accept with all my heart. My
History! When will it be accomplished! What an elephant, always standing across my path!”83
After her success reading before the New York Historical Society, others began to ask for
Martha Lamb. The Librarian of the Long Island Historical Society, Mr. Hannah, made such a
request, and on the evening on February 27th, he sent a coach for Mrs. Lamb, her cousin Hellen,
and her nephew Eugene Miller, to take them to Brooklyn. “This evening read my paper on ‘Mrs
Edward Livingston’ in the rooms of the Long Island Historical Society before a select and special
audience. It was pleasantly received and warmly applauded.”84 She had been nervous beforehand.
“I am timid at the prospect of trying my voice upon the platform. If a spasm of fear should happen
to come over me, I might not be able to make myself heard. But I am storing away my courage,
perhaps I shall accumulate enough to carry me through all right.”85 Along with her cousin and
nephew, William W. Backus from her Ohio days was in town and attended, as did Mrs. Lamb’s
“Bergen Friends” Fred Reed and his wife. Brooklyn friends Mrs. William H. Hallock and Miss
Clara Forsyth were there to support her as well.86
The following day, Martha Lamb was delighted to see, “in the most complementary terms,”
the accounts of her reading in the newspapers. “The ‘Daily Eagle’ says ‘Mrs. Lamb is a native of
Massachusetts, where she is well and favorably known as the author of a number of very excellent
works for children. She is about forty years of age but looks much younger’ (What a Story!)” That
was pleasing and the next line was noteworthy too, “her reputation as a ready writer on a variety of
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interesting topics is fully established.”87 These notices, and the others to come, were duly clipped
and added to her scrapbooks. Mrs. Lamb would happily document her rise.88
“Had an interview with J.B. Ford and Co. on the subject of my history this morning, and the
time is now fixed for its final handing over to the printer, on the 1st of October next.” Before that
could happen there was a lot to do, further research, editing, and finding illustrations, just to start.
“Mr Howard says there is little or no doubt of my finding him ready to take care of it, or take hold
of it rather…”89
J.B. Ford and Company was founded in the late 1860s by John R. Howard and others, as a
way to publish the writings of the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher. Howard, born in Brooklyn,
started his career in publishing after studying in Europe, working as a mine engineer, and serving
under John Fremont during the Civil War. His family was connected to Reverend Beecher through
the Plymouth Church in Brooklyn Heights. The brother of Uncle Tom’s Cabin author Harriet
Beecher Stowe, Reverend Beecher, was popular on the lecture circuit and his writings, including
reprints of sermons, took his fame beyond his church. Apparently, the company looked to expand,
as they began to publish popular titles and historical pieces, like Mrs. Lamb’s.
Though Martha Lamb was a published author, the History, her History, was different, and
she would decide how it was presented. However, she was in need of education on some aspects of
the process, “Cousin Helen Young spent the day with me and we have been studying of news,
paper, printing, and advertisements, obtaining valuable information.”90 At the same time, new and
old associations appeared, to encourage and support Mrs. Lamb’s work.
Dr. Cooke, a homeopathic doctor, chess player, and friend from Chicago wrote in March, “I
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have also to acknowledge the receipt of eight beautiful little volumes which came to hand just at xmas tide + delighted the hearts of my little ones as much as they surprised and gratified the ‘old
people.’” With more praise he continued, “one who can do this as you have done it may well
undertake to write a ‘History of New York’ + a novel… which closes with the burning of
Chicago.” Dr. Cooke had been writing too, some pamphlets and a small book called “Satan in
Society.” Would Mrs. Lamb read it and give her thoughts?91 When a copy for her arrived in May,
Martha Lamb noted that it was, “a work secretly written by himself.”92 She did not, however,
record her thoughts on the content.
Membership in and readings at local historical societies exposed Martha Lamb to people
who could help with her History, especially with the ongoing research. She was granted access to
places like the American Geographical Society at the Cooper Institute and their collection of
maps.93 Minister and historian Benjamin F. Da Costa replied to her questions and requests for
assistance, offering ideas for libraries and collections to explore.94 “Spent three hours this morning
with J. Carson Brevoort at his beautiful home on Bedford Avenue in Brooklyn.” She recorded on a
Friday in May.95 “He took great pains to show me his rare works and antique books, and when I
left. I was so literally crammed with valuable information on a hundred different points that I
feared some of it would escape before I could possibly get home to secure it in my repository of
scraps.”96 Mr. Brevoort, one-time assistant to Washington Irving, was the current President of the
Long Island Historical Society and would soon be in charge of the collections at the Astor
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Library.97 This was in addition to his own personal collections, he was, “an accurate historical
scholar in all that concerns early discoveries” and more.98
The next day, Martha Lamb visited Brooklyn again, this time to see an old friend, Mrs.
William H. Hallock, “corner of Gates and Franklin Avenues” and her niece Clara Forsyth, who had
been a small child in Maumee, Ohio when Martha Lamb moved there as a new bride. “Her niece,
our darling Clara is going to be married, and I was detained hours in looking over her bridal
trousseau.”99 The marriage was in early June. “Attended the wedding of Clara at the little church
on Ormond Place Brooklyn at half past seven o’clock this evening. It was a bevy of flowers and the
ceremony one of the prettiest in the calendar.” The reception was at the Hallock home, which “was
decorated like the church, flowers everywhere, and the whole scene brilliant and effective. Cousin
Hellen accompanied me, and we both enjoyed the evening very much.”100
The knowledge Cousin Hellen and Martha Lamb had acquired in February, regarding
“news, paper, printing, and advertisements” was put into action in June and would continue
through the summer as announcements for the History appeared in newspapers around the country.
A new history of New York City will soon be published by J.B. Ford and Co., New York.
The author is Mrs. Martha J. Lamb, who for her labors in this line of research had the
distinction of an admission into the New York Historical Society, being the first woman
admitted as a member. The book was announced three years ago and has been diligently
elaborated and completed since that time. It will be more of a social history than has before
been attempted.”101

Every article was a bit different, but each had the same elements, variations on a theme:
The work, besides being a relation of events connected with the civil and material progress
and events of the city, will embody descriptions, drawn from authentic sources, of its social
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phenomena memorable incidents, and distinguished personages in all the different periods
from the earliest to the present. The authoress, having had access to private sources of
information – family records, archives, and correspondence – hitherto inaccessible, is enabled
to promise a work wider in its scope than any existing history, and abounding in interesting
incidents and entertaining descriptions.102

The need to promote one’s work and keep the public’s interest was one lesson Martha
Lamb learned as she prepared her History, the other being the importance of owning both the
intellectual property of the book and also the actual plates from which it would be printed. Mary
Booth, the author of the earlier history who had inspired Mrs. Lamb, found the electroplates of her
book for sale at auction that fall, after her publisher went out of business.103 Anyone could buy
them and print copies of her book, without paying her anything. Martha Lamb would not put
herself in that position.
Given the many literary notices about Martha Lamb’s History in the papers it was perhaps
not a surprise when Mrs. Lamb received an inquiry about her research.
Dear Madam, I am informed you have written a history of New York. If such is the case
will you please inform me where I can purchase a copy. I am an old New Yorker. My
parents were born in New York and died at the ages of 97 & 98 years. My grandfather was
the Rev. Michael Kern, who came to this country as a Dutch church missionary, in 1763.
Therefore you see, I am of Knickerbocker Stock, and of course, will be interested in your
book. Your early reply will oblige.,
Yours respectfully +c., P Erben 284 Pearl Street104

Peter Erben did come from a respectable, old family. Indeed, his father was organist at Trinity
Church for several decades and his brother was a famous organ builder.105 Erben was twenty years
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older than Martha Lamb, a bachelor, and eager to help with her research. “I find I have the
following works on N. York. Dunlaps History of NY, Burmans Trinity Church… History of 1776.
Please to drop me a line of you find you want any of the books.” He offered copies of
Washington’s letters and to buy from her books she no longer needed.106 Mr. Erben, like Mr.
Brevoort before, was happy to encourage Mrs. Lamb. But Peter Erben had other ideas as well.
“Am I dreaming? Is it possible for a man to be in love at sixty? Could I have apprehended
the astonishing events of this afternoon?” She asked her journal. “Mr Erben, the kind good old
gentleman who for six months has been sending me historical books and papers and seeming so
much interested in my forthcoming history, has actually unburdened his heart and proposed
marriage!” Martha Lamb was astonished. “He declares that he fell in love with me the first day that
he called upon me… That I was the only woman he had ever loved and wished to marry since he
lost the lady to whom he was engaged, by sudden death, forty years ago!”107 Her reaction was
incredulous.
He offered to settle fifty thousand dollars upon me. He tried to make me accept a diamond
cross of great value. He even went down upon his knees before me in his impetuous
pleadings. He begged me to marry him as I never heard a man beg a woman before, and I
have had a few genuine lovers in my time too. He begged for even one crumb of hope.108

Martha Lamb did not share Mr. Erben’s feelings. “I suppose it was wicked, but the scene was so
painfully grotesque, that I could scarcely maintain my gravity. I refused to entertain the idea of
marriage for an instant. I told him I should never marry.” That was not enough however. “He
declared that I should marry him, that he should continue to woo until he won. I said ‘no’ with a
decision which must have carried correction with it, and he acted like a maniac.” Despite her
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surprise and evident confusion, Mrs. Lamb did not want to be unkind. “Again I had to struggle to
keep from laughing at him. I did not know that an old man could make himself so ridiculous.
Marry him! I would sooner wind up my earthly career.”109 Martha Lamb was clear in what she
required in a partner:
He is genial when he don’t talk about love, has some culture, is fond of books and poetry
and music, goes to the Episcopal church, and is and old time Democrat. Is kind hearted and
generous too. I like him well enough for a friend or an uncle or a grandfather. A husband
for me must be quite a different person though. Some one whom I can trust and honor and
who will command my thoughts and attention. Some one who will attract me and inspire
my love. Mr Erben does neither.110

Her feelings aside, Martha Lamb the author was not entirely unimpressed, “I wish I had noted it
down for it would have been a better love scene for a novel than any made to order.”111
Mr. Erben had a turn to illness but continued to send letters and gifts, including books and
candy, for several weeks, and eventually visited again. “Another romantic episode. Another visit
from Mr Erben, and the proposal of marriage repeated.” But Martha Lamb had not changed her
mind. “I would not laugh at the man for a million of dollars, he seems so sincere and truthful, and
yet the fact remains the same. He is ridiculous in my eyes; and a lunatic to think I would marry
him! What fools men are sometimes!” Though her thoughts were, perhaps, ungenerous, she did not
seek to express them, “the absurdity of the proceedings still inclines me to mirth which in
attempting to suppress renders me painfully kind and wretchedly polite.”112 Mrs. Lamb’s lack of
feeling for Mr. Erben was not the only factor in her refusing him, she was at that moment still
married to Charles Lamb.
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In the midst of the fall’s unexpected, undesired turn, Martha Lamb received a letter from a
friend from earlier times. S. Warner White, of Buffalo, wrote to send his best wishes, to inquire
about friends in common, namely the Broadheads, and to send congratulations for her books. He
was delighted to hear from his wife Mary that Martha Lamb intended to dedicate her History to
her, though this was not to be.113 Perhaps it was a misunderstanding, or a change of plan, for the
book that would be dedicated to Mary White was the novel written earlier that year, now called
Spicy, and it was published in December.114
The reviews were uneven. Those from papers with a local or personal connection, like The
Chicago Post, were generally favorable.
The novel with the piquant name Spicy, by Mrs. Martha J. Lamb, will have a special
interest to our citizens, as its scene is located in Chicago and in a period so recent as to
embrace the events of the great conflagration of Oct. 9th. The author was formerly a resident
of Chicago, and on the course of her story, she shows an intimate knowledge of all the
landmarks of the city. Her description of the terrible days and nights when it was the prey
of the fire, will be recognized as very true to nature.115

The New York World was less kind. “We are sorry to say that the epithet Spicy is by no means
applicable to this exceedingly commonplace performance. As a novel of American manners, it can
hardly be counted a success.” But it was not all bad news. “Typographically, it is excellent.”116 The
Cincinnati Daily Gazette offered a brief summary, “…the charming young heroine, hires an
antiquated cottage during the absence of her husband as an officer of the national army during the
war of rebellion. The house is visited by robbers, and moreover is troubled by a frightful ghost.”
They did not give away the whole plot however, “It would not be fair to tell how the mystery is
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solved, or how two pairs of sincere, but much perplexed lovers were at last happily united. Those
who wish to know the particulars must read the book.”117
As the notices for Mrs. Lamb’s novel ran throughout the country, Charles Lamb went to the
courthouse in Chicago and sued his wife of twenty years for divorce. She had been absent his home
for six years. Martha Lamb did not respond to the papers delivered to her on the second to last day
of the year. She would not contest the divorce.118
1873

Martha J. Lamb was ready to begin the production on her History in earnest. Mr. Howard,

at J.B. Ford and Co., had some suggestions. Mrs. Lamb drafted a response, she had studied well.
“The electrotypes of any of the illustrations of old houses, hospitals &ec., which have been
published in Appleton’s Journal may be purchased if we desire, but not those of the New York
Illustrated.” That bit of business aside, she addressed his editorial suggestions. “I will assure you
from the beginning that I do not esteem my judgement infallible, but since it has been fixed
through a long course of study and discipline, it is entitled to consideration. I doubt there being
much matter in the revised chapters which we can afford to strike out.” She knew her material, and
clearly, Mrs. Lamb held her audience in higher esteem than did Mr. Howard. “You say that in a
literary light you found the three chapters readable, apt to the purpose, and exceedingly interesting.
Why may not the general reader be supposed intelligent enough to enjoy it likewise?” And finally,
the belief she held most dear: “Every fact I have given has connection and special pertinence,” she
continued, “although that of course can hardly be seen in reading three chapters.”119
As she finished the production planning of her History Martha Lamb made a change in her
living arrangements. Leaving 24th Street she moved across Madison Square Park, west and slightly

117

“New Publications…” Cincinnati Daily Gazette, December 21, 1872.
Cook County, Illinois, Circuit Court, divorce proceedings “Charles A. Lamb v. Martha J. Lamb,”
February 1873.
119
MJL to Mr. Howard, 11 January 1873, Lamb Papers, Smith.
118

30

north, to the Coleman House located on Broadway between 27th and 28th Streets, “eminently
desirable for those who desire occupying a central point of the city.”120 The Coleman House was a
hotel on the European Plan, with some rooms rented by the month. It had a restaurant and shops
but no elevator. Mrs. Lamb moved in on the top floor, five stories up, her sky parlor, “in the coziest
of nooks up under the eaves, her room not large enough to swing the traditional cat in, and being
lined on every side with books, pictures, keepsakes and mementoes of every description.”121 Her
desk, a writing surface crowded with piles of books, held her notes, letters, and copies of her
manuscripts.
Having spent several years sharing the lessons from her experiences in the Civil War in the
field hospitals of the Franco-Prussian War, Clara Barton, the “American Florence Nightingale,”
returned from Europe in the fall of 1873. The journey home was briefly in doubt when she fell ill in
London, but Miss Barton recovered enough to travel. She arrived in New York to admirers at the
dock and an elegant reception in her honor at the home of Mrs. Dr. Clemence S. Lozier, 361 W 34th
St. The featured guests, including Martha Lamb, were mostly women who had made some mark,
some difference in the world, among them: Francis D. Gage, Phoebe Cousins of St. Louis, Mrs. Dr.
M. F. Mann, Miss Jennie Collins of “Boffin’s Bower,” in Boston, Lillie Devereux Blake, Clara
Brinckerhoff, and Mary F. Davis. The papers featured the luminaries, from medicine, philanthropy,
the arts, and women’s rights, in attendance. The festivities, with speeches, the presentation of a bed
of flowers to the guest of honor, and “an elegant collation,” went until midnight.122
The worlds of publishing, of intellectuals, of professional women, and women advocating
for legal rights, and of clubs and societies, all the overlapping social circles of New York City
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embraced Martha Lamb and she them, but the connections were not always beneficial. Earlier in
the year a friend from Ohio had written Mrs. Lamb with encouragement, “I have waited patiently
or rather impatiently for your “History of New York” that we talked over in your Sanctum four
years since.”123 Martha Lamb, her friend, and everyone else would have to wait. For just as Mrs.
Lamb had started working on her book with J.B. Ford and Co., allegations of adultery were leveled
against Henry Ward Beecher. The liaison was several years old and had first been revealed by the
woman in question to her husband, but it was publicly exposed by Victoria Woodhull and Tennie
Claflin in their Weekly. Soon after, the women were arrested by New York police and charged for
the “scurrilous attacks.” The scandal, the incriminations, and a range of lawsuits, captured the
attention of the country. Beecher was not held responsible by the law nor the church, indeed he was
several times found innocent of any wrong doing by his congregants.124 The firm of J.B. Ford and
Company did not survive the association however, and coupled with the financial crisis of late
1873, it was simply too much.125 For Martha Lamb, it was a disaster.
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Figure 2. Promotional materials for the History of City of New York, Lamb Papers, Smith College.
After some delay, the book was eventually published by A.S. Barnes and Co. It was sold at first by
subscription only, in sixteen parts of sixty-four pages with a full-page engraved illustration in each.
The sections were released two or four at a time, at 50¢ apiece, throughout the second half of 1876
and into 1877. That year a bound volume of all the parts together was produced.
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1881-1883
1881

Surrounded by theaters, shops, and the fashionable hotels of an ever-expanding city, a

bronze arm and hand bearing a torch, nearly three-stories high, stood in the corner of Madison
Square Park; a piece of a sculpture, a female Colossus. At nearby Delmonico’s Martha Lamb held
her bouquet of Jacques-Pinot roses high, a matching corsage pinned securely to her dress of blue
brocade with cardinal fittings. It was a special evening, a gathering of Sorosis, New York’s
professional women’s club, with Mrs. Lamb the guest of honor, “the first reception ever offered to
a purely literary woman-worker.”126
Jane Croly, editor, writer, and President of Sorosis, gave an introductory speech followed
by an address by the Rev. Mrs. Phoebe Hanna.
…And such and eye-beam is this history of New York, written by the woman whom we
seek to honor to-night. But can we honor such a woman? She honors us. She is a credit to
her sex. She is best honored by her noble work. We can but express then, our appreciation,
and I have come to feel, as I doubt not this woman-historian has come also to feel, that
appreciation is better than praise. The frivolous, the vain, the illiterate, the uncultured,
cannot appreciate such a herculean labor, nor see the glory of such a blessed success. If
Sorosis, then, can appreciate the work of this earnest historian, she but honors herself in
welcoming her; she but helps to crown womanhood with glory by expressing admiration for
a woman’s work.127
Others in attendance made remarks, and the praise for Martha Lamb on the completion of her
History overflowed. The guest list represented the leading figures of publishing, arts, and cultural
society of New York. Mrs. Lamb’s old friend from her Ohio day, now Chief Justice Waite, sent a
letter of regret, with glowing words, “her labors have been incessant and her zeal unbounded,” as
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did J.G. Holland and Julia Ward Howe.128 Delmonico’s provided “one of its choicest suppers” and
the tenor William Courtney furnished “charming music.”129 The party lasted well into the night. In
its mention of the event The Washington Post remarked: "It is a noteworthy fact that this woman
has written the most complete history ever published of any city in the world."130
As the leading lady historian, Martha Lamb was enjoying the influence she had and the
realm in which she moved.131 Around the same time as the dinner in her honor Mrs. Lamb was
called upon to use some of those connections by Theodore F. Dwight, the State Department
Librarian with whom she had worked on an article in 1878.132 The papers of Benjamin Franklin
were for sale and he needed Mrs. Lamb’s help to convince the government to buy them.
After Benjamin Franklin’s 1790 death, many of his possessions went to his grandson and
occasional secretary William Temple Franklin.133 William Franklin left America, moving to
London with a quantity of his famous grandfather’s papers, intending to publish a biography and
selection of Franklin’s writings. Eventually, he did produce a multi-volume set, Memoirs of the Life
and Writings of Benjamin Franklin containing transcriptions of some of the letters and manuscripts
in his possession. Having written the biography, William Franklin thought the actual manuscripts
were of no further use and he put them in bank storage. There they stayed until his widow cleaned
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out her husband’s possessions, and then the Franklin papers disappeared.
This was no small bundle of letters. The total number of papers that William Temple
Franklin inherited is estimated to be around 15,000 items, of those he took somewhere around
3,000 with him to England. When the papers resurfaced, it was in a London tailor shop, where they
were cannibalized for patterns. Someone recognized their value if not their importance and brought
the collection to the attention of the British Museum and an assortment of British and American
dignitaries and scholars, including George Bancroft. Eventually Franklin’s papers came into the
possession of an American bookseller and bibliographer living in London, Harry Stevens.
Harry Stevens collected books and papers, for himself, but most significantly for others. He
worked for the British Museum and for James Lenox, whose collection would one day form part of
the New York Public Library’s impressive holdings. Eventually, after many years, and changing
hands, the Franklin papers came under control of Henry’s brother, Benjamin Franklin Stevens. He
wrote to Theodore F. Dwight, “…what course has our Government pursued heretofore with other
valuable historical papers?”134
The preservation of historical, personal papers was generally left, at the time, to individuals
and local historical societies. Notions of a government archive, or Presidential Libraries, were only
just beginning to develop. Papers and records belonging to George Washington, for example, had
remained with his family, at Mount Vernon for the most part, until they were purchased by
government in 1834, through the State Department. Would they be interested in Franklin’s papers?
In January of 1881, Theodore F. Dwight’s boss, William Evarts, presented the idea of
purchasing the Franklin papers to the House of Representatives. Some members balked at the
£7,000 cost. To assess the materials on offer, the Committee on the Library asked the United States
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minister in London, James Russell Lowell, to examine the papers. He did not think they were worth
the price.135
The purchase was stalled. So, Dwight enlisted the support of historians and writers in the
effort. On April 5 Martha Lamb wrote to him, “…I have had conversations with Mr Whitelaw Reid
and with the Editor of the Post in relation to the Franklin Papers, and if it is advisable to have
anything published it will be a comparatively easy matter.” Then with some concern: “I am hoping
you will call during the day, that I may know better what I can do.”136 Whitelaw Reid, politician,
diplomat, author, and editor of the New York Tribune, was a powerful person, Mrs. Lamb was
aiming high.137 The next month she wrote again to Dwight:
I am very glad to hear from you, and to know that prospects look more favorable for
obtaining the Franklin Manuscripts… advise me from London of your opinion of the
manuscripts after having examined them. I have no little influence also among some of the
leading members and officers of the Hist Soc, and elsewhere, and will do anything that
seems advisable when the time comes to bring the matter before Congress.138
Once more, she mentioned using the local newspapers:
I was prepared to publish anything either you or myself might see fit to write on the subject,
when you was here. Mr Reid of the Tribune was graciously disposed, and the Editor of the
N.Y. Evening Post told me that their columns were at my disposal. Would it not be well to
manipulate public opinion somewhat during the summer, by an occasional paragraph,
showing what you were doing, etc, etc –139
Not one to miss a research opportunity, Mrs. Lamb added a nota bene “While in London can you
not run your eye over the records which were preserved from the pens of the British
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Commissioners?”140 She would have to wait for an answer.
The accolades for Martha Lamb continued in June when she attended the centenary
celebrations in Goshen, Massachusetts “among the hills, rallies, and trees” of her childhood.141 The
day started out cool as the people gathered at the church to parade to the chestnut grove north of
town. “Every sort of vehicle having been drafted into service” with “many sons and daughters of
the town back from other states.”142 Mrs. Lamb noted, “the men and women who surrounded me
were some of them children when I was a child. We stood in the same class at school, and romped
together on the same greens.”143
On the dais in front of the thousands gathered in the grove, Mrs. Leora Houghton and
Martha Lamb recited poems.144 Mrs. Lamb stood next to Hiram Barrus, her “rival in mathematics
and in poetry” from her school days. “The intervening years seemed annihilated” she wrote.
“Around us stood several who knew us then; not less than three or four of the school committee
who examined us frequently in our studies.”145 The invited guests, including the governor, sat at
tables laid for the celebratory feast. Other attendees picnicked among the trees.146
The next day, Martha Lamb visited Northampton and saw another old friend, the Rev.
Stephen G. Pixley, half-brother of her stepmother Lucretia, her father’s third wife. She recalled him
as “my playmate in childhood, my companion at school, and my devoted friend until my
marriage.” He had married in 1855 and moved to South Africa as a missionary. He, his wife and
five children, were back, visiting family and friends. The following day Mrs. Lamb and Rev.
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Pixley traveled to Florence, to the home of Martha’s sister, Maria Whitmarsh. “Sitting in my
sister’s parlor” she wrote, “we three, went over the events of our three lives, and recounted each to
each the varied events and vicissitudes of our experiences. It was a most delightful reunion.”147
1882

Despite an ankle sprained while stepping from the Sixth Avenue streetcar, Martha Lamb

was on the move.148 She planned to spend much of the summer away from New York City,
recording her travels in a journal, readymade for pressing flowers. In late June she took the train to
Shelburne Falls, “this morning I was flying over the sunny acres of the two states of Connecticut
and Massachusetts.” She arrived “in the midst of a violent thunderstorm, where I was met by my
step-brother,” Lewis T. Covell.149 Martha recalled fondly the “the beloved playmate of my early
childhood.” His home, “a pretty cottage, surrounded with sweet rural scenes” was a mile or so from
the station. A dinner party brought together Martha’s siblings and half-siblings and the effect on
her was great.150 Traveling back to New York, via Northampton and New Haven, she wrote:
This visit has wakened many memories - all pleasant - the charm of my childhood life
seems blossoming all along the waysides - there is a romance and a story in each flowerin each blade of grass, a volume in each leaf that is stirred by the breeze.151
She was still working. Her next book Snow and Sunshine was beginning to take shape in her mind
and would “go rapidly into print.” Another title, the Christmas Basket was nearly complete too.152
It would be a collection of poetry in the shape of a basket of flowers and greens, illustrated by Mrs.
Julia C. Emmet.153 Aimed for the holiday market, this was a novelty concept, taking advantage of
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advances in chromolithography and die-cut technology.154
On one of the “fairest days of the year,” in early July Mrs. Lamb was in Elizabeth, New
Jersey, visiting Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Richards. Again, she was reminded of childhood, “Mrs.
Richards and myself were schoolmates, and in our young days spent many a pleasant hour
together.” Indeed, she had introduced the pair. They “spent the evening returning a few pages from
those early years.” For reasons known only to Martha Lamb, this particular fourth of July was a
day she would “not soon forget.”155
By the 6th Mrs. Lamb was in Tarrytown, New York, at the Tarrytown Heights Hotel, “by
invitation of Mrs Charles P Shaw, the London bride of a year ago.”156 They saw, “interesting points
of geography” and the “attractive portions of Tarrytown” In the nearby woods, Mrs. Shaw picked
“a beautiful bunch of wild strawberries” and Martha pasted its leaves in her summer notebook. She
took her first ride on the Northern Railroad, the construction of which she had been interested in
eight years earlier while at Lake Mahopac, and made her way to Fairfield, Connecticut.157
Martha Lamb was invited to Fairfield by Mrs. Jonathan Sturges, “to spend a few days with
her at her charming country seat.” Mrs. Lamb found the Sturges house, built in 1840, to be a
“gothic structure, of unique geography, half buried in flowers, and both within and without a
specimen of what high culture and refined taste produce.” Mrs. Lamb was especially impressed by
the hedges, “some of them fourteen feet high.” Mrs. Sturges, widowed for several years, shared the
house with an unmarried son and two nieces. Two other sons lived nearby in “handsome homes”
on the extensive “landed property of the family.”158
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On the Sabbath, Martha Lamb attended church with her hostess, after which they “drove to
the cemetery where the eminent and honored merchant sleeps.” Mrs. Lamb remarked that Mr.
Sturges, “did so much in his lifetime for New York and the world.” She was charmed by his widow
as well saying, “the chief delight of the day was in the conversation of my hostess, who is one of
the most accomplished women I have ever met. Her mind, like her and her surroundings, is filled
with sweet surprises.” On her way to the train station the next day Martha Lamb stopped by the
grave of Rev. Dr. Samuel Osgood in Southport, Connecticut and collected some leaves from the
“beautiful, shaded nook” for her notebook.159
Instead of returning to her rooms at the Coleman House, Martha Lamb went to Kingsbridge
in the Bronx, to spend the day at “Mr Augustus Van Cortlandt’s, in the old Van Cortlandt
mansion.” Built in 1748, the house, which Mrs. Lamb notes several times is featured with an
illustration in her History of the City of New York, was made of fieldstone in the Georgian Style.
“It’s a fine old dwelling, of the order of architecture peculiar to that period, large, massive,
substantial.” Other than being a fine example of its kind, the Van Cortlandt house is famed for of a
meeting of General Washington and Rochambeau on the 23rd of July 1781. There had been plans
to recreate the dinner meeting, “but for the assassination of President Garfield.” Mrs. Lamb noted,
“I was to have been invited to dine in the same apartment where the two great generals were
entertained, one hundred years from the day of their banquet.” A day visit would have to suffice.160
She finished out July with a visit to Appletons’ editor Oliver Bunce and his wife “at their summer
house on Long Island.”161
On her fifty-sixth birthday Martha Lamb found herself in Plainfield, where she had lived

159

MJL, Summer Gleanings diary entry, 9-10 July 1882, Lamb Papers, Smith College.
MJL, Summer Gleanings diary entry, 11 July 1882, Lamb Papers, Smith College. A few years after Mrs.
Lamb’s visit the Van Cortlandts moved out of their home and it became museum.
161
MJL, Summer Gleanings diary entry, 21 July 1882, Lamb Papers, Smith College.
41
160

and married so many years earlier. It had been a long time; she had not visited since her father’s
funeral in 1869. On this day, her birthday, she was celebrating, “the miracle of all miracles seems
to me to be what has been done with my pen since I was last in this quaint village among the hills!”
Justifiably proud she wrote:
I have produced since then fourteen bound volumes besides a great many magazine articles,
and editorials, and other reading matter for the world at large. Let me see! I had not issued
any book at all at that time although I had been for some months, yes, years, at work on my
“History of the City of New York.” But soon appeared my Play School Stories - 4 volumes
- next my ‘Aunt Mattie’s Library,” also - 4 volumes- a year or so afterward my “Spicy” a
novel - then in 1876 my first volume of the City of New York, - next my Homes of
America - then volume II of the City of New York, making the full dozen of bound
volumes. Since then I have written and published an “In Memoriam of Dr J.D. Russ” - and
the new Christmas book for children, entitled “Snow and Sunshine” to be issued this
autumn. Also two leaflets of poems, the “Christmas Owl” and the “Christmas Basket.”
Thus I am the author of sixteen books, instead of fourteen.162

These days in Plainfield were pleasant and warm, with not just Martha Lamb visiting but
siblings and their families as well. There were dinners and after dinner drives. “My brother, James
Nash, drove a splendid little horse… and took me, while the rest of the party drove in a large
carriage.” They visited neighbors, drove through “well cultivated grounds and enjoyed the
magnificent views from the mountain summit.” When she could, Martha “visited the library
founded by Mr Bryant.” When it was time to leave, the siblings departed together, traveling by
private carriage “over the Savoy Mountain” to Adams, where Martha Lamb boarded the train for
New York City, arriving home at ten o’clock at night. It was a long day of travel and Mrs. Lamb
had but one day of rest before she was off again.163
The annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science was
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planned for Montreal. A member for several years, Martha Lamb was excited to go and glad to
have a reason to visit Canada. On the 18th she and her companion Mrs. Mary Hartley Brown, a
friend from church, took the train to Springfield, Massachusetts, where they stopped overnight
before continuing on. They stayed at the Massasoit House, advertised as being at the junction of the
Boston, Albany, New Haven and Northern Railroad lines.164
Leaving the following morning the train carried Mrs. Lamb and Mrs. Brown through the
beauty of the Vermont scenery. Martha was enchanted, “the landscape on both sides of the car is
like a great beautiful picture. The whole family of greens, every shade are out in royal
magnificence.” She noted the fields of corn, in their glory, the smoothly flowing Connecticut
River, and orchards full of apple trees. They passed through Bellow’s Falls and with “one glimpse
of the falls we were flying onward.” The whole panorama, “the nests of hills, the superb valleys” it
was she declared, “loveliness unsurpassed in the American Landscape.”165
Martha Lamb and Mary Hartley Brown spent a quiet Sabbath morning in Montreal, “the
City of Churches.” She wrote, “a more beautiful morning never dreamed. We went out in the still
sunshine.” They attended church, indeed several churches, first the Presbyterian, then the Catholic
Church, and the Wesley Chapel. Later they dined at the Windsor Hotel “at the usual hour for
dinner” and then “devoted the evening to reading.”166 The Windsor was the grandest hotel in
Montreal, the center of social gatherings, and offered several restaurants including one for ladies.
Mrs. Lamb and Mrs. Brown spent the next two days viewing the sights and making social calls,
including one to Mrs. Barnard, a friend of Mr. Thurlow Weed and his daughter.167
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On the 23rd the meeting began. Mrs. Lamb recorded in her notebook, “The formal opening
of the A.A.A.S. exercises in the main hall of McGill College.” There were nine different sections
organized for the readings of papers. Mrs. Lamb “listened to one on Chemistry, in section C, by
Professor Bolton, of Hartford.” In evening she attended Professor Brush’s lecture at Queen’s Hall,
this was followed by “an elegant full dress reception in the Assembly Rooms.” Martha Lamb
remarked with pleasure that “Prof Brush paid me the great compliment to say that he had consulted
my history, and received great assistance from it in the preparation of his lecture for the evening.”
She noted also that “Mr Roosevelt made his appearance and was very courtly and polite.”168
Martha Lamb was having a wonderful time. Her diary entry for the following day summed
up the experience. “Was it the Science, served in the morning, the beauties of the mountain drive in
the afternoon, or the scholarly and elegant assemblage of people in the evening, that inspired
thought?”169 There was even more the next day. “Science in the morning, Science at noon; Papers
of great interest… Dinner at the Windsor. A drive making calls - Then a garden party ‘From four
until six’- At the elegant home of the Molsons.” That evening the assembled scientists and science
enthusiasts set out on an excursion. “At seven o’clock in the evening we drove to the Steamer
Canada, and with a large party, numbering at least five hundred, embarked on a voyage down the
St. Lawrence River to the ancient city of Quebec.” 170 The papers back in New York reported with
interest the story of the “men of science sight-seeing.”171 Martha Lamb was reflective, “This brief
summer holiday has left its impress on my mind. Brought thoughts no storms can take away And
memories of every kind.”172
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Leaving Montreal in the afternoon on the last day of August, Mrs. Lamb and Mrs. Brown
began their return journey. After riding all night, they arrived in Northampton, where Martha Lamb
stopped in nearby Florence for a few days to visit with her sister.173 Back in Northampton on
September 4th, she plucked a piece from the shrub in front of the home of Mrs. Boekman, the
mother of Mrs. Rev. Parkhurst, and gathered a “little sprig” for herself too before heading home.
She arrived back in New York that same afternoon.174
Home but a week before she was away again, Martha Lamb spent the remainder of
September in New Haven, Lyme, and Norwich, Connecticut. There were dinner parties in Mrs.
Lamb’s honor with her friends the Waites and an assortment of professors and thinkers. In Norwich
Mrs. Lamb and Mrs. Waite and her daughter, were the guests of Justice Waite’s brother the Hon.
John Turner Waite, member of the House of Representatives. They toured the area, seeing the
birthplace of Benedict Arnold, the home of the Gilman sisters and George W. Lane, and every
historic home and cemetery in the county.175
Mrs. Lamb returned to the city on October 1st. Over the previous months, she had seen so
many old friends and family, spent a stimulating week in Montreal, surrounded by people like
herself, thinkers and writers. She had taken the time away as an “opportunity to read… think fresh
thoughts.” She was feeling good and ready for whatever might come next, “my summer travels
have strengthened me for life’s battles.”176 She wrote to Theodore Dwight:
It has been on my mind for some time to write and ask the whereabouts of the Franklin
Manuscripts. I lost sight of the final disposition of the question and have been awaiting the
opportunity to inform myself further. When they reach this country I wish to have the
privilege of examining them, which, indeed, I believe has been promised me.177
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Dwight was readying his report on the papers for Congress, the issue of the Franklin Papers
purchase remained. Martha Lamb’s next battle would also be with the federal government, a task
that would be tedious, but pay well and again acknowledge her new-found distinction. Mrs. Lamb
had been asked to write for the Census Bureau. “Dear Madam, Col. Geo. E. Waring Jr. requests me
to ask the favor of an article from your pen, for use in the publication of the 10th Census of the
United States.”178
Colonel George E. Waring Jr, was a scientific farmer and a sanitary engineer. In June 1879,
he was appointed expert and special agent for the Tenth Census, in charge of social statistics of
cities.179 Conducted since 1790, the decennial census is mandated by Article I of the United States
Constitution and, in addition to gathering population data, by 1880, significant social and cultural
statistics were collected as well. Authors and scholars were enlisted to contribute to the extensive
narrative studies to accompany the data. While the actual enumeration of people was conducted in
April of 1880, data compilers and report preparers were still at work in late 1882, when Col.
Waring asked his assistant to invite Mrs. Lamb to contribute:
It is to be a historical sketch (of not more than 20,000 words) of New York City, a subject
with which you have shown yourself to be so delightfully familiar. The paper is intended to
be of a substantial rather than light character, stating clearly all that is important rather than
what is especially interesting, concerning the settlement and the social, political,
commercial and industrial growth of the city; and yet not to be so devoid of popular interest
as to be heavy reading. Please inform Col. Waring of your decision in the matter, enclosing
your letter in the within envelope.180

Martha Lamb started on the census project right away, logging her hours each day, as she worked
throughout November and December to complete it.181
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1883

Soon after the arrival of the first check from the Census Bureau, a letter came with bad

news. “This office has just been notified by the Superintendent of the Census to stop all work
January 10 1883, there not being any funds available, for the purpose after that date… Col. Waring,
in his return, will advise you as to the disposition to be made of the matter you have so far
done.”182 But they would send money for the hours in January, so it was not all a loss.
Eventually, Congress approved the purchase of the Benjamin Franklin Papers, for just
$35,000 they became property of the United States, were entrusted to James Russell Lowell and
brought home to America.183 Mrs. Lamb was delighted, of course, but the papers were not the only
thing on her mind.
My Dear Mr Dwight
I leave New York for Washington tomorrow, Saturday, at four o’clock P.M., and shall hope
to see you soon after my arrival. I have been detained day after day the past week in order
to complete the purchase of ‘The Magazine of American History’ which was finally
accomplished this morning. It is hereafter to be owned by an incorporated stock company,
and I am to have the sole editorial management. This is at present information confidential,
as my first number will be May. I am very impatient to get to the Franklin Papers.
Very Sincerely. Martha J Lamb184

The trip to Washington, and the visit to Theodore Dwight and the Franklin Papers went well.
The country’s new acquisition would become the centerpiece of the first issue of Martha Lamb’s
new magazine. She was counting on Dwight to write the article and help with the illustrations. And
perhaps act as he had in preparation of the State Department article, as her sounding board and foil.
She began work on the magazine immediately. Letters asking for contributions returned letters of
congratulations. George Cary Eggleston editor of Hearth and Home magazine and The World and
an author known for his account of his time in the Confederate States Army, which was serialized
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in the Atlantic Monthly, and later published as A Rebel’s Recollections, wrote with praise and
provocation:185
I congratulate you - and the magazine too – upon your acceptance of the editor’s place.
With your broad and minute scholarship your conscientiousness respecting historical truth
and your enthusiasm in the work, you can scarcely fail to make the magazine what it ought
to be.… May I ask one question with a view to the future? Is it your purpose to confine the
magazine strictly to the discussion of what we commonly call historical themes, or will you
broaden its scope so as to include whatever tends to the better knowledge of the rise,
progress + development of our country + its civilization?…186
On March 4th Mrs. Lamb wrote to Dwight about photographs she took of the Franklin
materials, which were incorrectly processed, and asked if he had a portrait for her use.187 A few
days later she withdrew her request, as she found an alternative. Can he send tracing of the book
plate, she asked, “simply the book-plate of the title-page; all the rest is clear. I am confident of
excellent success in the Collection the artist intends to complete it by Tuesday next.” With the issue
coming together, Martha Lamb was annoyed with the mail system in her building, “Please don’t
feel hurried by my writing so often – but I think it is well to be cautious lest some of your
communications to me ‘misplace themselves’ in the hotel delivery, for we have new call boys
again.”188
The flurry of letters to Theodore Dwight continued. “I have no particular desire to glorify
Mr Stevens, but the title page is incomplete without the bookplate…” and “I am growing very
enthusiastic about the May number- which I am sure will be uncommonly interesting. In
concluding my Wall Street article I speak of the five New York men chosen to the Continental
Congress, and Dr Emmet has furnished me with portraits.” Ideas for the magazine and how it might
185
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be improved flowed freely. “Please send me your autograph on separate sheet, when you write
again, as I am thinking of having the autographs of my contributors engraved at the close of their
articles.”189 Finally, some measure of success. “I have the satisfaction of sending you this afternoon
the proof from engraver’s block of the ‘Franklin Collection’ and I am sure you will rejoice with me
to see it come out so nicely. I am very proud of it.”190
It was not easy however, but Mrs. Lamb would not be dissuaded, even if Dwight was not as
helpful as she wished. “There is time yet for the small cut of the title-page…” she told him. “Please
spare no expense and let me have the tracings of signatures to the petition, else my time will be
gone to have them engraved.”191 The deadline loomed. “I hasten to acknowledge with many thanks
the receipt of the copy of the petition, and the tracings. The latter are in the hands of the engraver
and will be completed next week. I shall begin printing on April 2.”192
Suddenly, the plan for her first issue unraveled. Theodore Dwight, upon whom so much
depended, was sick. “I am very sorry to hear that you are so unwell.” Martha Lamb wrote. “I wish I
was where I could offer some substantial aid in the preparation of the Franklin article. It is too bad
that you should have so much coming upon you all at once.” What would she do? “Were it not so
timely, and appropriate, and desirable, to have the Franklin paper in the May number I should say
take it a little more at your leisure. But it is expected in so many quarters…” It was to be the
highlight, she had told so many people about the marvelous papers and the article, it was to be so
beautifully illustrated.193
Dwight’s assistance went beyond the Franklin article. He advised on other parts of the
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magazine, with suggestions on the Notes section and particulars on illustrations. “I enclose first
proof of the title page - as you may have something to say about the volumes in their order.” Mrs.
Lamb offered. This letter was special, as it was penned on new stationary, a nice, heavy cream
paper with red ink, sitting beautifully on the page. In an elegant serif typeface, a new address:
Magazine of American History,
30 Lafayette Place,
New York City.
“You will note our new home in the North American Review building. We shall be very busy there
next week. The printers started today.”194
By the middle of April Dwight was “so much better” but it was too late for Mrs. Lamb’s
first issue; the Franklin article would be broken up over several issues.195 The pace had slowed,
perhaps Martha Lamb had settled into her role as editor. “May I inquire if you are familiar with the
Franklin portrait in Bryant & Gayles History – a steel” she asked Dwight. Adding, “Scribner will
allow me to use in the Magazine for June, if I think it worthwhile?” But she had to keep on
schedule, “Will materials be ready for the printer by the 18th of May?”196
Just as Martha J. Lamb’s premiere issue of the Magazine of America History was set to be
released, she was reminded of the trail she had walked, and what she had achieved, by two pieces
of mail. The first was a letter from The Century Magazine’s editor, declining to publish an article
she had submitted, the kind of communication she had received before.197 But now she was the
editor, and the other piece of mail, an official Memorandum from Whitelaw Reid, the editor of
Tribune, confirmed her new stature, even if it too was a refusal:
I am sincerely sorry that I do not find it at all possible to undertake the work you so
194
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courteously ask. I have been for the past three months persistently declining all sorts of
temptations for outside work of every kind and should not be able at all to take the time
necessary for this. With many thanks for the courtesy of the invitation and best wishes for
the success of your new enterprise. I am, very truly yours.198

Being editor of The Magazine of American History gave Martha J. Lamb a constant vehicle
for her own writing, of which she would take full advantage. But being the owner provided even
greater opportunities. In the waning months of the summer, Mrs. Lamb presented an idea to the
Misters Funk and Wagnalls, proprietors of a relatively new publishing house located on Dey Street.
Isaac K. Funk and Adam W. Wagnalls, were Lutheran ministers, both from Ohio, and now
“Publishers, Booksellers and Importers.”199 Mr. Funk was also interested in spiritualism, but firmly
against the use of hypnotism for entertainment.200 Mr. Wagnalls would run their company, founded
in New York, until his death in 1924. The enterprise initially published books of a religious nature;
Spurgeon’s Treasury of David, in twelve volumes for $12, and Bertram’s Homiletic Cyclopaedia,
for $2.50. On September 6th they replied to Mrs. Lamb:
Dear Madam: Your proposition for us to publish ‘Wall Street in History’ has been duly
considered. We would be willing to undertake the publication – you to furnish us the plates
ready for printing, we to bear all the expenses of publishing and advertising the work. We
would allow you as royalty fifteen (15) per cent on gross receipts for all copies sold.
Hoping this may be satisfactory.
We remain, Yours Most Respectfully. Funk + Wagnalls201
Martha J. Lamb’s Wall Street article appeared in The Magazine of American History in
three parts, in the May, June and July, issues. Each was “lavishly illustrated” with steel engravings
and original artwork. Tracing the foundation and development of the street and the commerce for
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which it is known, Mrs. Lamb produced a remarkable piece of historical writing, and she had the
plates. The stereotypes. She owned the magazine and she owned the plates. Apparently, she agreed
with the offer from Funk and Wagnalls without delay for they wrote back on the 12th with a
contract. “Please sign and return one copy to us. We then will proceed in making arrangements to
publish. Give us an order on Little, or whoever holds them, for the plates.”202
The details on the contract form were filled in and Mrs. Lamb signed on her line, the
publishers signed theirs. She would retain ownership of the material and be paid fifteen percent on
the amount received for each copy. There would be statements of the account each January and
July. “Any index that shall be required by Funk & Wagnalls for said work shall be prepared by said
Mrs. Lamb or at her expense.”203 There would be no index, the book was produced quickly and for
sale by October.204
Other projects wrapped up as well. The census work, having restarted after the funding
collapse, was now nearly done. Col. Waring’s agent, John Bogart this time, wrote to Mrs. Lamb in
mid-September, “I have the manuscript safe, and will have it attended to immediately. Please send
me the conclusion as soon as you possibly can. I do not anticipate any objections to your correcting
the proof.”205 In this case she would not own the plates, but she would certainly ensure that her
work was presented as she intended. And, she was being paid, a $50 check arrived in October.206
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THE PUBLISHED WORK OF MARTHA J. LAMB
First Article
At least one contemporaneous print source and several later biographical sketches, as well as
the finding aid of the Martha J. Lamb Papers at Smith College, state that Martha J. Lamb’s first
published article was in the Northampton, Massachusetts Hampshire Gazette, in 1847. Indeed,
there is a transcribed ‘copy’ of the article in the collection at Smith College. According to these
sources, it might have been published either under a pseudonym, Emogene, or her own name,
Martha Nash. At this time, no evidence of this article has been found in digitized collections of The
Hampshire Gazette. When distinct phrases from the ‘copy’ are put through Internet search engines
some are found to be from poems by popular writers of the nineteenth century, while others appear
to be original or at least unpublished work.
A Mis-attributed Book
Assorted reference books, and online sources including Google Books, the Hathi Trust, and
meta-catalog www.worldcat.org attribute Laughing Kittie and Purring Kittie: With Other Little
Folks at Robinwood, published in 1868 by the American Tract Society of Boston, to Martha J.
Lamb writing as Aunt Mattie. However, she did not include this title in her own list of her books in
her journal of 1882 nor is it on a broadsheet list of her works contained in her papers at Smith
College. It would appear that several women were writing as Aunt Mattie in this time period.

Figure 3. Ornament from History of the City of New York.
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All books and articles in the following list were published as the writing of Martha J. Lamb unless
[otherwise] indicated. Individual poems from collections are not included.
The Play School Stories for Little Folks. Boston: Gould and Lincoln, 1869. [as Aunt Mattie]
With illustrations. “Four volumes, 18mo, cloth, gilt backs.” $2.40 for the set, in a “neat box.”
[Advertisement “Popular Books for the Young Published by Gould and Lincoln.” The
Monthly Religious Magazine and Theological Review 44, December 1870, n.p.]
“A Cold Story” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art 4 (1870): 557. [as W.F. Lamb]
Aunt Mattie’s Library, Boston: Gould and Lincoln, 1870. [as Aunt Mattie]
4 volumes, Merry Christmas, Drifting Goodword, Fun and Profit, Sabbath Schools.
With illustrations. $3.00 for the set. [Advertisement “Popular Books for the Young Published
by Gould and Lincoln.” The Monthly Religious Magazine and Theological Review 44,
December 1870, n.p.]
“Servant Seeking” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art 5 (1871): 129-131.
[as M.J. Lamb]
“Our Burglars” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art 5 (1871): 313-315.
[as M.J. Lamb]
Spicy: A Novel. New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1872.
“With 11 illustrations. 1 vol, 8vo. Paper cover, price $1: cloth, $1.50” [Advertisement,
Examiner and Herald (New York, NY) 6 March 1873: 8.]
“The First Brooklyn Ferry.” Golden Age 3, no. 9 (1 March 1873): 2.
“Jeremiah Smith’s Wedding Suit.” Golden Age 3, no. 10 (8 March 1873): 6.
“Historic Houses of America.” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art 11, no. 262 (28
March 1874): 386-387.
“Historic Houses of America.” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art 11, no. 273 (13
June 1874): 738-739.
“Historic Houses of America.” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art 12, no. 276 (4
July 1874): 2-5.
“People and Things in Manhattan Two and A Half Centuries Ago.” Christian Union 12, no. 7 (18
August 1875): 122-123.
“A Visit to Cedarmere.” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art 15, no. 354 (1 January
1876): 97-99.
“American Historic Houses.” Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art 15, no. 397 (22
January 1876): 97-99.
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“New York One Hundred Years Ago.” Harper’s Weekly Supplement 20 (20 February 1876): 157159.
“Old Saw-Mill” St. Nicholas 3, no. 8 (June 1876): 504-507.
“Lyme. A Chapter of American Genealogy.” Harper's Magazine 52, no. 3 (February 1876): 313–
328.
“Newark, New Jersey.” Harper's Magazine 53, no. 5 (October 1876): 660–678.
“Tombs of Old Trinity.” Harper's Magazine 53, no. 6 (November 1876): 865–876.
History of the City of New York. Its Origin, Rise, and Progress. New York: A. S. Barnes and Co.,
volume 1, 1877.
Sold by subscription, The History of the City of New-York came out in sixteen parts of sixtyfour pages, with a full-page engraved illustration in each, unbound. The parts were released
two or four at a time throughout the second half of 1876 and 1877, with each release
generating reviews, notices, and advertisements in papers across the country. “The
publication of Martha J. Lamb’s History of the City of New-York will be begun next month
by A.S. Barnes, & Co. It will be issued in fifty-cent parts small quarto, of which there will be
a dozen or more.” [“Literary Notes,” Cincinnati Daily Gazette, 25 July 1876: 2.]
“State and Society in Washington.” Harper's Magazine 56, no. 4 (March 1878): 481–500.
Thought to be the first article written about The State Department.
“The Coast Survey.” Harper's Magazine 58, no. 4 (March 1879): 506–521.
History of the City of New York. Its Origin, Rise, and Progress. New York: A. S. Barnes and Co.,
volume 2, 1879-80.
The second volume of History of the City of New York, like the first, was initially “issued by
subscription… The volume will contain 16 parts of 48 pages each and will bring the history
from 1774 to the present time.” [Review, Springfield Republican (Massachusetts) 13 May
1879: 8.] Quarto, fifty cents per section.
The Homes of America. New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1879.
“Ready Early in November for the Holiday Season of 1879-80, The Homes of America with
One hundred and three illustrations on Wood. Edited by Mrs. Martha J. Lamb, author of ‘The
History of the City of New York.’… exquisitely printed on toned paper, containing
engravings of the highest art character, illustrating the homes of America in the Colonial, the
Later, and the Modern Periods… Quarto, cloth, extra gilt. Price, $6. Also in full morocco.”
[Advertisement, Rock Island Argus (Illinois) 8 November 1879: 2.]
Biography of Dr. John D. Russ. New York: Privately printed, 1881.
The Christmas Owl: A Budget of Entertainment. New York: White and Stokes, 1881.
Price fifty cents. “… composed of fifteen pages of Christmas poetry, with a little wood cut on
each page and all the pages cut into the outline of an owl which forms the cover.” [Review,
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Morning Journal and Courier (New Haven, CT.) 10 December 1881: 2.]
Snow and Sunshine: A Story for Boys and Girls. New York: White and Stokes, 1882.
“A story about boys and girls, for boys and girls… Richly ornamented covers in silver, gold
and color. Numerous illustrations. Price, $2.” [Advertisement, New York Tribune, 28 October
1882: 6.]
“The American Life-Saving Service.” Harper's Magazine 64, no. 3 (February 1882): 357–373.
The Christmas Basket: Holiday Entertainment. New York: Stokes and Allen, 1882.
“…by Mrs. Martha J. Lamb. Covers by Julia C. Emmett…. Price, 50 cents. This is one of the
novelties in book form for the holidays. The publication is designed in basket shape, with
prettily decorated covers, the inner leaves being attached to basket handles with white satin
ribbon.” [Review, Daily Globe (Saint Paul, MN.) 26 November 1882: 5.]
“Wall Street in History.” Magazine of American History 9, no. 5 (May 1883): 305-334.
“Wall Street in History.” Magazine of American History 9, no. 6 (June 1883): 401-427.
“Wall Street in History.” Magazine of American History 10, no. 1 (July 1883): 1-30.
“Peter Cooper.” Magazine of American History 10, no. 1 (July 1883): 59. [Unsigned, attributed to
MJL in the Index.] An obituary.
“Christmas Season in Dutch New York.” Magazine of American History 10, no. 6 (December
1883): 471–474.
Wall Street in History. New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1883.
First appeared in the Magazine of American History in May, June, and July 1883. Octavo,
“Finely illustrated, gilt edged, $2.” [Advertisement, San Francisco Chronicle, 22 December
1883: 2.]
“The Van Rensselaer Manor.” Magazine of American History 11, no. 1 (January 1884): 1–32.
“New York’s Mammoth Celebration.” Magazine of American History 11, no. 1 (January 1884): 75.
[Unsigned.] Notes on the centenary of the evacuation of New York City by the British.
“Brissot De Warville. Magazine of American History 11, no. 3 (March 1884): 244-246.
“William III of England: His Influence on America.” Magazine of American History 11, no. 5
(May 1884): 421–423.
“A Glimpse of the Valley of Many Waters.” Magazine of American History 12, no. 3 (September
1884): 193–210.
“Unsuccessful Candidates for the Presidency of the Nation.” Magazine of American History 12,
nos. 5 (November 1884) and 6 (December 1884): 385–413, 481-502.
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“The Manor of Gardiner's Island.” Magazine of American History 13, no.1 (January 1885): 1–30.
“The Framers of the Constitution.” Magazine of American History 13, no. 4 (April 1885): 313–345.
Read before the Rhode Island Historical Society.
“Elizabeth. England's Sovereign from 1588 to 1603.” Magazine of American History 13, no. 6
(June 1885): 568-572.
“March of the New York Seventh Regiment: The Great Uprising in New York City in 1861.”
Magazine of American History 14, no. 1 (July 1885): 58–68.
“Major-General John A. Dix.” Magazine of American History 14, no. 2 (August 1885): 154–169.
“General Grant's Resting Place: Its Historic Associations.” Magazine of American History 14, no. 3
(September 1885): 225–248.
“Historic Homes: The Brooklyn House of Philip Livingston, the Signer.” Magazine of American
History 14, no. 6 (December 1885): 546–555.
“Historical Sketch of New York City for the Tenth Census.” Report on the Social Statistics of
Cities. George Waring, compiler, vol. 18, part 1. Washington, D. C.: Department of the Interior,
1886.
“The New-Year's Holiday. Its Origin and Observances.” Magazine of American History 15, no. 1
(January 1886): 79–81.
“Van Cortlandt Manor-House.” Magazine of American History 15, no. 3 (March 1886) 217–236.
“A Neglected Corner of the Metropolis. Historic Homes in Lafayette Place.” Magazine of
American History 16, no. 1 (July 1886): 1-29.
“Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette.” Magazine of American History 16, no. 2 (August 1886): 182187.
“An Illustrated Chapter of Beginnings. The Founder, Presidents, Homes, and Treasures of the New
York Historical Society.” Magazine of American History 16, no. 3 (September 1886): 209-244.
“One New England Thanksgiving.” Magazine of American History 16, no. 6 (December 1886):
505–515. Included in The Library of American Literature, published by Stedman & Hutchinson.
The Guide for Strangers to General Grant’s Tomb in Riverside Park. New York: The Historical
Publication Co., 1886.
“General John A. Logan.” Magazine of American History 17, no. 2 (February 1887): 132.
[Unsigned, attributed to MJL in the Index.]
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“Historic Homes on Golden Hills. What an Out-of-the-way Town has Given to the World.”
Magazine of American History 17, no. 3 (March 1887): 217–232.
“Henry Ward Beecher.” Magazine of American History 17, no. 4 (April 1887): 307-309.
[Unsigned, attributed to MJL in the Index.]
“The White House and its Memories: Historic Homes of our Presidents.” Magazine of American
History 17, no. 5 (May 1887): 361-401.
“Governor Robert Monckton.” Magazine of American History 17, no. 6 (June 1887): 470–473.
“Henry Laurens in the London Tower.” Magazine of American History 18, no. 1 (July 1887): 1–12.
“A Love Romance in History.” Magazine of American History 18, no. 2 (August 1887): 150–153.
“The Origin of New York. Glimpse of the Famous Dutch West India Company.” Magazine of
American History 18, no. 4 (October 1887): 273–288.
“The Manor of Shelter Island: Historic Home of the Sylvesters.” Magazine of American History
18, no. 5 (November 1887): 361-389.
“Our Country Fifty Years Ago: Some Incidents in Connection with Lafayette's Visit.” Magazine of
American History 18, no. 6 (December 1887): 457–77.
“The Romance of a Wood Box.” Godey’s Lady Book (December 1887): 443–448.
“Thurlow Weed's Home in New York City.” Magazine of American History 19, no. 1 (January
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“George Washington.” Magazine of American History 19, no. 2 (February 1888): 97-113.
“Unpublished Washington Portraits: Some of the Early Artists.” Magazine of American History,
19, no. 4 (April 1888): 273–285.
“Alfred Smith Barnes: Half a Century as a School Book Publisher.” Magazine of American History
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“Marietta, Ohio, 1788–1888: Foundation of Civil Government beyond the Ohio River.” Magazine
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Livingston.” Magazine of American History 21, no. 5 (May 1889): 361-380.
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381–385.
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History 22, no. 6 (December 1889): 441-454.
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“Philip Livingston, the Signer.” Magazine of American History 23, no. 5 (May 1890): 361-362.
“Columbus Explaining his Theory of a New World.” Magazine of American History 23, no. 5
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1891): 349-370.
“Glimpses of the Railroad in History.” Magazine of American History 25, no. 6 (June 1891): 429447.
60

“The Royal Society of Canada: Its Congress in Historic Montreal...” Magazine of American
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